Abstract. The influence of both social and asocial factors on the stability of a socially learned tradition of food preference was explored in colonies of domesticated Norway rats, Rattus norvegicus. We trained members of 'founding colonies' of rats to avoid eating a distinctively flavoured food and then introduced them into enclosures where they were offered a choice between the food they had learned to avoid and a familiar, safe food. We then monitored the food preferences of these colonies while we gradually replaced founding members with naive subjects. Traditions of food preference were more stable across generations of replacements: (1) in colonies that had food available 2 h/day than in colonies that had food available 24 h/day (experiment 1), (2) when replacement subjects each resided in their respective colonies for 2 days rather than for 4 days before themselves being replaced (experiments 2 and 3) and (3) when founding members of colonies had learned to avoid a relatively palatable diet (experiment 4). The results of the first four experiments were consistent with the view that opportunities to learn asocially to eat a food other than that preferred by one's fellows reduced the stability of a food preference as it was transmitted across generations. We also found that introducing a naive individual into a tradition-bearing colony reduced its rate of acquiring a food preference other than that of the colony it joined (experiment 5). The interactive effects of social and asocial learning on the stability of food preference traditions in Norway rats was discussed.
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The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
In elaborating his intriguing and widely cited analogy between cultural and biological evolution, Dawkins (1976) compared effects of three characteristics of 'memes' (the cultural analogues of genes), their longevity, fecundity and copying fidelity, on the probability of survival of memes in a population. Dawkins suggested that 'The longevity of any one copy of a meme is probably relatively unimportant . . . fecundity is much more important than longevity' (page 208).
In reaching the conclusion that fecundity is more important than longevity in promoting success of alternative memes, Dawkins considered examples involving the spread of traditions through human populations where transmission of memes depends largely on language. Because non-human animals lack the ability to communicate linguistically, they can acquire memes only by observing the behaviour of others. And because social learning in animals depends on observation of overt behaviour, the duration of expression of a socially acquired behaviour (its longevity in an individual's behavioural repertoire) will have a profound effect on its probability of being transmitted to others (its fecundity).
In both animals and humans, direct experience of the costs and benefits of engaging in a behaviour (what Heyes 1994 labelled 'asocial learning') alters the probability that a behaviour will be repeated. Consequently, asocial learning about behavioural alternatives should directly affect the longevity of a behaviour in an individual's repertoire and, thus, the probability of its spread and maintenance in a population of animals.
In a recent paper, Galef & Allen (1995, experiment 3) described a laboratory situation that they suggested might be used to investigate factors influencing the stability of traditions of food preference in colonies of Norway rats, Rattus norvegicus. Galef & Allen trained individual rats to avoid eating one of two distinctively flavoured
